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1 This article analyses how the criminology of the Positivist school — Cesare Lombroso’s
school — was received and embedded in late nineteenth-century Sweden.1 It contends
that the new science of crime was implanted in a broad cultural and political context.
That  means  not  only  that  a  narrow  scientific  discussion  was  (to  a  large  extent)
determined  by  social  conditions,  but  also  that  the  ideas  and  findings  of  criminal
anthropology and criminal psychology were in fact discussed by a range of actors in
public and popular forums as well as in professional communities. Overall, the article
contends  that  the  mobilizing  of  positivist  criminology  in  popular  and  political
discourse can be seen a precondition for its establishment in medicine and in law.
2 After outlining the related contexts and theoretical framework, the article will  first
analyze  popular  and  scholarly  debates  on  criminology  in  late  nineteenth-century
Sweden. In the analysis of popular discussion, a sample of articles in the Swedish daily
press will be used. The intention is not to discuss every article relating to positivist
criminology, but rather to illustrate and examine a range of possible positions in the
reception  of  a  science  of  crime.  Popular  discussion  of  criminology  will  then  be
compared to how the topic was addressed in scholarly journals and books. Finally, the
analysis will conclude with a brief discussion of the impact of the Positivist school on
Swedish criminology and penal policy in the twentieth century.
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The locality and transition of knowledge
3 In the fields of the history of science and intellectual history, it has been established for
decades  that  knowledge  is  locally  produced.  Whether  conceptualized  as  “situated
knowledge” or “local knowledge” the prevalent view is that knowledge, reason and
truth are determined by the geographically local circumstances under which they are
conceived.2 A  stronger  proposition  states  that  it  is  not  only  the  genesis  that  is
determined by the place of birth but that this locality also defines the character of
knowledge. As Jouni-Matti Kuukkanen points out, in this view “location not only shapes
or  influences  scientific  practice,  it  leaves  a  permanent  imprint  and can be  used to
explain the external manifestations of science”.3 As such, every scientific idea is in a
sense inseparable from its place of birth. 
4 The emergence of the criminology of Lombroso can be analyzed from this perspective.
Although he connected to broad European intellectual  currents (Darwin’s  theory of
evolution,  the myth of  degeneration,  racism,  Eurocentric  anthropology,  and so on),
research has  also  shown how much the birth of  criminal  anthropology relied on a
specific Italian cultural, political and social context. Social upheaval, conflict between
the north and the south, and political turmoil played significant roles in the birth of
criminal anthropology.4 
5 Thus,  when  analyzing  the  embedding  of  criminal  anthropology  in  late  nineteenth-
century Sweden, a key question has to be how something, the existence and character
of which is conditioned by local circumstances, can move from one context to another
(as it obviously did).5 It is true that the original establishment of a Positivist school of
criminology was determined by the late nineteenth-century Italian context. But it is
equally as true that its doctrine spread around the world. The apparent paradox can be
phrased — as Melossi et al. aptly do — as “how can something that is in significant ways
embedded, situated, and locally produced also travel?”6 James A. Secord has tried to
reformulate the whole problematic of the production of knowledge and to make this
travel the fundamental aspect of the history of science. He proposes that we replace the
perspective of “science in context” with that of “knowledge in transit”. He stresses that
such a perspective does not disqualify investigations of the locality of knowledge: “It’s
not so much a question of seeing how knowledge transcends the local circumstances of
its production but instead of seeing how every local situation has within it connections
with and possibilities for interaction with other settings.”7
6 The question to be addressed here then is:  How did Sweden of  the late nineteenth
century connect  to  broader  international  discussion  of  science  and  crime?
Representations of and opinions about crime and criminals — criminology being one
way to produce such representations — are always the result of broader and deeper
cultural, social and political concerns.8 This article will therefore approach the question
of the reception and embedding of positivist criminology in Sweden from the point of
view that science — especially of the kind we nowadays like to call social science — is
implanted in new situations by connecting to a range of discourses, thereby becoming a
“reality”, not just for a few experts but in a wider public domain. Before the science of
crime became useful in policy and administration,  it  was made obvious for a much
larger audience.
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The international context from a Swedish perspective
7 In 1876 the first edition of Cesare Lombroso’s L’uomo delinquente was published. In that
book Lombroso aimed to prove that criminals had different psychological and bodily
characteristics  to  those  of  ordinary  law-abiding  citizens.  Lombroso  suggested  that
there was such a thing as a “born criminal”, an evolutionary throwback, an individual
representing an earlier stage in the development of the human species. A theory like
that challenged the classical perspective in penal law. The existence of the criminal as a
positive phenomenon implied that crime was not an act in defiance of the law, but
represented the asocial and dangerous behavior of certain kinds of individuals.  The
crime was not the result  of a choice by the criminal but was determined by factors
outside his or her control. This in turn had consequences for how the role of penal law
was  understood.  It  should  not,  in  the  light  of  a  science  like  that  of  Lombroso,
administer  punishment  according  to  the  crime  committed,  as  it  did  in  classical
jurisprudence and liberal  penal  law.  Rather  it  should  take  the  measures  needed to
protect  society,  decided  after  an  examination  of  the  individual’s  psychological  and
bodily characteristics. The punishment should fit the criminal, not the crime.9
8 A whole new movement then formed around Lombroso. This group, sometimes known
as the Positivist school of criminology, consisted of anthropologists, medical doctors,
lawyers,  sociologists  and  police  officials.  They  commenced  a  long  series  of
investigations  and  the  scholarly  work  was  channeled  mainly  through  the  journal
Archivio di psichiatria, antropologia criminale e scienze penali. Lombroso was the spiritual
leader of the school, but was controversial and chiefly dedicated to research on “his”
criminals. The shaping of the criminological discipline therefore often taken forward
by others. Among Lombroso’s many followers, the lawyers Raffaele Garofalo and Enrico
Ferri stood out. In the late 1800s they, as much as Lombroso, would shape the ideology
and program of Italian criminology.10 
9 Lombroso  and  his  school  soon  found  themselves  under  heavy  critique.  The  most
forceful  opposition  came  from  French  anthropologists,  lawyers  and  sociologists.  In
several  instances,  not  least  at  the  famous  International  Congresses  for  Criminal
Anthropology — taking place seven times up until the First World War — they turned
on what they perceived as the biological determinism at the core of Lombroso’s theory.
They did not oppose biological explanation of criminal behavior. They criticized the
positivist school for the theories of atavism and the born criminal, but acknowledged
that inherited mental disposition could play a part in the creation of criminals. In a
broader  European context  the  science  of  Lombroso,  therefore,  soon became one of
many competing perspectives on the criminal, taking center stage because of its bold
scientific claims and the radical political consequences of criminal anthropology.11 
10 At  the  same  time  as  conflict  arose  between  competing  scientific  traditions,  the
Internationale Kriminalistische Vereinigung (IKV — International Union of Penal Law)
was established. Created in 1888, this association of criminalists was not a scientific
society, but rather a reform movement for penal policy. They championed a penal law
with the main purpose of protecting society through the prevention, incapacitation
and  rehabilitation  of  the  individual  lawbreaker.  If  discussions  at  successive
International Congresses of Criminal Anthropology focused on asking and answering
scientific questions about the causes of crime, the IKV spent its time discussing changes
to penal law deemed necessary in relation to the existing politics and constitutions of
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the nations of Europe. Where the criminologists of the positivist school believed that
scientific knowledge should determine the reform of penal law, the IKV admitted to
problems relating, for example, to legal certainty and general prevention that a truly
criminologically-determined penal law implied.12 
11 Even though internationally it was a moderating force, the IKV became important for
the growth and character of criminology, not least in northern Europe. First, it shared
the  positivist  school’s  critique  of  classical  penal  law.  Second,  in  many  of  its  core
statements the IKV relied on criminological knowledge. Third, the philosophical and
practical implications of the reforms proposed by the IKV offered an important context
for criminological rationality. In the statutes of the IKV the purpose of the association
was  to  combat  crime  as  a  social  phenomenon,  and  to  ensure  that  the  results  of
anthropological  and  sociological  research  were  to  be  taken  into  consideration  by
scientific and lawmaking bodies.13
12 The founder and leader of the IKV was German professor of penal law, Franz von Liszt.
He was not an empirical scientist in the Lombrosian model but formulated theories of
criminological  relevance.  He  pleaded  first  and  foremost  that  penal  law  should
differentiate  between  different  types  of  criminals  and  that  the  criminal  should  be
examined with respect to both their biological constitution and environment. It was
through intertwining with the pragmatist reform ideas of the IKV and von Liszt that
the criminology of the positivist school would make its way into Swedish penal policy
and penal law in due course.14
 
Sweden at the end of the 1800s
13 The  late  nineteenth-century  Sweden  which  received  the  continental  discourse  on
criminal anthropology was, as were many others at the time, a society in transition.
New economic, social and political structures created a whole new set of problems. Via
the  processes  of  proletarization,  industrialization  and  urbanization,  old  ways  of
governing were being challenged.15 Politics during the second half of the nineteenth
century had gained a new dimension with the growing importance of the public sphere
and  considerable  parliamentary  reform  (when  the  Parliament  of  the  Estates  was
replaced  by a  parliament  with  two chambers  with  its  members  chosen in  national
elections). Existing and new political factions mobilized around what were perceived as
urgent  social  and  economic  issues.  The  situation  was  further  complicated  by  the
emergence of an organized workers’ movement. The Social Democratic Party and the
socialist  trade  unions  were  formed  in  the  last  decades  of  the  century.16 The
conservative establishment now not only had to worry about bourgeois liberal political
opponents and an unruly underclass but also a new enemy who wanted to overthrow
the old order.
14 These political struggles, in Sweden as in the rest of Europe, were paralleled by the
process of natural scientific thinking making its way into political discourse: knowledge
of  the  world  meant  mastery  of  the  world.  The  likes  of  Darwin  and  Haeckel  had
described the laws and conditions for the history of creation and for the origin of the
species.  There were many who tried to transfer those ideas of adaptation, heritage,
development and struggle to man and society.17 Through the work of Herbert Spencer
these notions further laid the foundation for a certain kind of liberal thought. On the
political left, Marxism merged with Darwinism to create a scientistic socialism (Enrico
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Ferri of the positivist school was among those who elaborated such ideas).18 It was in
this broader context of the arrival of natural science as the solution to social problems
that  positivist  criminology  made  its  way  through  Europe,  reaching  Sweden  in  the
mid-1880s.
15 Positivist criminology was not received in Sweden because of its usefulness for penal
policy alone. Rather, it was thanks to the dynamics created by it being embedded in
different spheres that criminology in due time would become a vital tool for the state’s
approach to criminal justice policy. The Swedish legal and political establishment in
the late nineteenth century was particularly patriarchal and conservative. It carried
with it an institutional inertia, making it hard for radical ideas to be accepted. Instead
the daily press and popular magazines, pillars of the public sphere, were instrumental
in allowing criminal anthropology and the positivist school to be received outside the
legal and political institutions. 
16 The daily press was one of the main forums in which crime was presented as a growing
problem and as a problem which needed to be solved. In newspapers all over Sweden
there were reports on heinous crimes, on trials which drew special attention and about
the state’s efforts to curb the criminal problem. Side by side with current issues, from
the  1880s  onwards  the  reader  was  also  informed  of  the  new  science  of  crime,
originating in Italy, which was beginning to be recognized around the world.19 From
that  perspective,  the  relevance  of  positivist  criminology  could  be  seen  as  rather
obvious. Therefore this analysis begins with the discussion of international criminology
in the Swedish press and popular magazines.
 
International congresses as focal points
17 The International Congress of Criminal Anthropology, which took place seven times
between 1885 and 1911, was important for the representation of a new science of crime
in the public sphere. Martine Kaluszynski characterizes the congress as a place for the
establishment of a discipline, a place for the dissemination of knowledge and a place for
power struggles, mainly between doctors and lawyers.20 These congresses were but a
few in a plethora of different scientific and political meetings taking place around the
world during the late nineteenth century, which enabled not only knowledge, but also
culture, to travel across and beyond national borders.21
18 The reporting of these events in the Swedish press in the last decades of the nineteenth
century was multifaceted. It  went into detail  about the scientific theories and their
political consequences. As illustrated by articles appearing in the Svenska Dagladet in
August 1892, the program of the positivist school was presented in seven paragraphs.
All the main actors were named: Lombroso, Ferri, Lacassange, Benedikt, Kraeplin, and
so on. The conflicts between the Italian and the French school were given extensive
coverage.  The Swedish readers learnt of  Lacassagne’s forceful critique of Lombroso,
which stressed the importance of the social causes of crime. Reports portrayed a range
of different critiques of Lombroso, but still often concluded that the lasting impression
of the congresses was one of unity.22 A reoccurring trope in the reporting from inside
and around the congresses was the role given to Lombroso.  He was portrayed as a
genius,  the  creator  of  a  new  science.  But  he  was  also  perceived  as  a  careless  and
audacious researcher, who made far too much of his findings.23
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19 However, Swedish readers, through the reporting from the congresses, were not only
presented  with  dry,  “scientific”  facts.  The  reporting  also  thrived  on  notions  of
performance, spectacle and culture. In the late nineteenth century a culture of visuality
grew in modern societies. Things should be seen. The world was apprehended by the
very act of watching and perceiving.24 Pictures, photos, exhibitions, maps, graphical
diagrams and cinematography gained importance for culture and science. When the
first International Congress of Criminal Anthropology took place, in Rome in 1885, one
of Sweden’s biggest dailies did not publish any report from the congress as such, but
instead  covered  the  exhibition  taking  place  in  connection  with  it.  Ahead  of  the
congress, readers were told that there were to be graphical charts, thousands of photos,
hundreds  of  brains,  skulls  and  masks  on  display  and  afterwards  this  event  was
confirmed and further reported on.25 In 1889 in Paris the press,  represented by the
famous anthropologist Gustaf Retzius, delivered graphic accounts of a demonstration
performed by the founder of criminal anthropometrics, Alphonse Bertilion, in which a
recently  arrested  criminal  was  examined,  measured  and  registered  in  front  of  an
impressed audience.26 In other notices the reporter focused on the milieu surrounding
the congress: the venue, the political authorities who attended the receptions, and the
elegance. The reports focused as much on the entertainment value of such occasions as
on the proceedings of  the scientific  congress.  Thus,  criminal  anthropology was not
related  to  dingy  prison  cells  or  silent  rooms  of  parliamentary  committees.  It  was
connected to the Exposition Universelle, the mighty halls of university buildings and to
the metropolises of Europe.27 
20 Even if they were not as glamourous as the congresses for criminal anthropology the
meetings of the IKV also drew attention in the Swedish press. Some of the reporting
was sober, recounting in detail the content of the proceedings.28 Some newspapers,
especially  on the  political  left,  did  place  the  IKV meetings  in  a  broader  context.  A
liberal  newspaper  concluded  that  the  reforms  proposed  by  the  IKV  were  the  way
forward  and  a  product  of  the  most  cultivated  and  educated  minds.29 A  socialist
newspaper took its argument one step further, stating that the congress was heralding
a new era in which moralistic and religious argument would be replaced by scientific
reasoning. The congress was deemed to be “a beautiful expression of the modern, more
human, principles of law”.30
21 It  is  thus  clear  that  a  large  part  of  the  reporting  around  the  different  congresses
established  criminology  and  the  new  theories  of  penal  law  not  just  as  scientific
discourse, but also as high culture, progress, and spectacle. In short, for a Swedish lay
audience they were artifacts and indicators of modern times. The particular discourse




22 The new science of the criminal in modern societies was not only discussed in relation
to international congresses,  though. In the press and in other public forums it  was
discussed  in  some  detail  in  relation  to  a  range  of  topics  including  recent  crimes, 
ongoing trials, political events, the publication of books, and lawmaking in Sweden or
other  Nordic  countries.  The  frame  of  positivist  criminological  discourse  was  thus
outlined in different contexts. Popular discussion of criminological theory was perhaps
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somewhat simplified, but it gave the readers insights into the main tenets of the new
science. 
23 In portrayals of criminal anthropology in Swedish public forums it became clear that
the  foundation  of  Lombroso’s  science  was  the  otherness  of  the  criminal.  It  was
presented  as  the  positivist  school’s  main  finding  that  criminality  could  only  be
understood through the criminal, not the crime.31 When this had been established, the
question of what made the criminal differ from the normal person was raised. It was
not that the former had committed a crime and the latter had not. Readers understood
that there was a cause behind the criminal act that defined the criminal. When in public
discussion the argument had gone that  far,  the question of  the characteristics  of  a
criminal often arose. Here a distinction was frequently made between individual and
social  causes,  but as regards individual causes distinctions were also made between
anatomical and psychological characteristics.32 The reporting of the conflicting views in
the  international  community  on  the  causes  of  crime  recurred  so  frequently  and
prominently  that  it  is  tempting  to  say  that  this  very  conflict  was  a  condition  for
criminological discourse to be established among the Swedish public. 
24 The  criminological  project,  which  was  starting  to  gain  momentum  in  Europe,  was
thereby not articulated as the production of truth about crime and criminals, but as a
truth-seeking  project.  And  that  project  was  connected  to  a  range  of  more  or  less
famous legal or scientific individual actors, making the public discourse of criminology
in many ways a discussion of the virtues and fallacies of different celebrities. Center
stage in such a discussion was, of course, taken by Cesare Lombroso. 
 
Lombroso as symbol
25 Lombroso  was  not  the  only  representative  of  criminology,  or  even  of  criminal
anthropology, in the Swedish discussions, but his scientific achievement was central to
how the new teachings were understood. In the Swedish press and popular publications
both Swedish and foreign actors criticized the Italian and his school. He was said to be
sloppy  and  that  evidence  pointed  in  a  different  direction  to  that  of  Lombroso’s
biologically  deterministic  conclusions.33 But  it  must  be  stressed  that  this  did  not
diminish the importance of Lombroso in discussions of criminology. 
26 Lombroso  was  the  symbol  of  the  new  science.  For  better  or  for  worse,  it  was  his
theories that for many years were the foundation for criminological discussion in the
public sphere in Sweden. It was about him that reports and analyses were delivered. If
others from the positivist school were mentioned it was often in relation to its leader;
when French criminologist were mentioned it was as opponents of Lombroso and when
the IKV were discussed, in many cases it were presented as a pragmatic alternative to
Lombroso and his theories. Lombroso was someone to relate to whether one was his
friend or foe. 
27 Lombroso  and  his  school  did  not  only  provide  knowledge  of  the  criminal  and  the
theories of  crime.  The science of  the Italian psychiatrist  was perceived as  so much
more, capturing the Zeitgeist of late nineteenth-century Sweden. The members of the
positivist  school  and  their  endeavors  made  their  way  into  the  popular  forums  of
Sweden. Sometimes there was just a little notice (Enrico Ferri sides with the socialists.
Lombroso discusses the anthropology of the kiss. Can the positivist school diagnose a
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criminal crocodile?).34 Sometimes there were longer texts discussing at length the new
science  and its  protagonists  (What  happens  to  free  will?  How should  penal  law be
arranged? Has Lombroso really attended a séance?).35 Sometimes texts by the members
of the positivist school themselves were published. In a radical journal the reader could
find  Lombroso  talking  about  religion  and  crime,  Ferri  discussing  the  tenets  of  the
positivist school and Scipio Sighele investigating the topic of “modern criminals”.36
28 The relevance as well as the political and cultural value of criminal anthropology was
highlighted even more by the obsession with crime and wickedness in contemporary
realist and naturalist fiction. Leading Swedish and internationally renowned writers,
such  as  August  Strindberg  and  Ola  Hansson,  sometimes  portrayed  themselves  as
scientists of a kind. They expressed their fascination for criminal anthropology and
articulated a way of understanding crime through determinism and the criminal by his
otherness.  Texts  which  in  fictional  form  presented  the  basic  assumptions  and
conclusions of the new science of crime were written years before scholarly work on
the subject was produced in Sweden.37 
29 Culturally  then, Lombroso  was  à  la  mode,  the  flavor  of  the  day.  Everyone in  the
intellectual sphere in Sweden at the time knew of him and his theories.38 And as in
many other countries in Europe the discussion on Lombroso and his science in Sweden
soon gained an obvious political dimension.
 
A tool in political conflicts
30 Culturally, criminal anthropology connected to a range of Swedish intellectual currents
and was thereby also brought into the political conflicts of the day. The reception of the
positivist school in Sweden during the late nineteenth century was part of a broader
movement in which the natural sciences made their entrance into societal and political
discourse. This was in practice a challenge against the ruling order. The Swedish state
was to a large extent ruled by a caste of established public servants. They believed that
they upheld the order of society by their honoring of heritage and tradition. They felt
they  earned  their  legitimacy  through  their  common  sense,  loyalty  and  lived
experience.  With the arrival  of  scientific  theories  relating to society and the social
order  an  alternative  was  set  up  which  presented  itself  as  impartial,  drawing  its
conclusions  from  nothing  but  the  careful study  of  reality.39 In  this  way  positivist
criminology was articulated as resistance and a tool for reform and opposition. 
31 The positivist assumption that free will did not exist created a battlefield between the
new and the  old  traditions.  Lombroso  and  his  school  stunned part  of  the  Swedish
establishment  through  their  flat-out  denial  of the  existence  of  free  will.  Swedish
conservatives saw this stance as a threat to society. If people did not believe that they
had free will, all morals would crumble, conservatives thought. There would be no way
to demand responsibility,  the foundation of  social  control  was deemed to be under
attack. The philosopher and psychologist Frans von Schéele, for example, delivered a
critique of Lombroso and his school in public lectures,  held in both Stockholm and
Gothenburg in the early 1890s and later reported in the press, in which he stated that
the individual’s belief in free will was the precondition for every citizen to do his or her
duty to society.40 Consequently,  those Swedish radicals  who supported the cause of
positivist criminology saw the attack on the concept of free will as an attack on the
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crumbling  pillars  of  an  outmoded  society  which  blamed  the  behavior  of  poor  and
vulnerable people on their bad character and dreadful morals.41 
32 In effect,  by the mid-1890s criminal anthropology,  the science of Lombroso and his
Scuola  Positiva  was established in  the  Swedish  public  sphere,  on the  one  hand as  a
discourse on the criminal and his otherness and on the other hand as a symbol of a
brave  new  world,  as  a  harbinger  of  modernity  and  as  a  form  of  opposition  to  a
conservative  establishment.  As  such  it  connected  to  political  conflicts  as  well  as
cultural sentiments and social struggles. The sections which follow will consider how




33 As in the rest of  the western world,  by the end of the nineteenth century Swedish
physicians increasingly  presented themselves  as  authorities  on social  problems and
social  knowledge.  Medical  doctors  were  well  represented  in  discussions  of  public
hygiene and of the organization and reorganization of society. In the criminal court
they filled a vital role in determining the mental state of the offender. Legal medicine
and forensic psychiatry was the natural home for a scientific discourse on crime.42
34 Since at least the late eighteenth century the medical profession had been a part of the
Swedish justice system. It  was represented by forensic experts (investigating causes
and times of death, etc.) and experts on mental illness. It had long been a tradition, and
at the end of the eighteenth century it was codified, that an insane person could not be
punished  under  Swedish  penal  law.  Soon  afterwards,  the  physician’s  role  as  an
examiner of such criminals that the courts suspected of being insane was regulated.43 
35 In the late 1800s the medical profession understood that there was a professional and
scientific predicament for Swedish legal medicine. The medical expert was summoned
by the court to evaluate whether the defendant was responsible for his or her act in
full, in part or not at all. The doctors criticized the courts for not summoning them
often enough, and, when they did, argued that the expert was tasked with pronouncing
judgement on what was basically a legal concept — responsibility — not on the criminal
as such. The doctors therefore understood themselves as working in the borderline
between morality and science. Their object of inquiry was defined by lawmakers and
the court’s officials, and therefore arbitrary. It was only the method of investigation
that  was  rigorous  and  based  on  the  natural  sciences.44 This  would  be  amended  by
positivist criminology.
36 The positivist school was not mobilized in Swedish medicine because of the school’s
controversial  positions  and  Lombroso’s  sensational  theories.  The  role  of  positivist
criminology  would  be  to  help  articulate  a  science  of  crime  as  a  natural  science in
Swedish  medical  discourse.  It  helped  to  bridge  the  gap  between  normativity  and
nature, between law and natural science. Positivist criminology supplied theoretical
structure as well as scientific confidence.
37 The relation of the Swedish medical profession to Lombroso was ambivalent. No serious
medical  doctor  would  say  that  they  believed  in  the  theory  of  the  born  criminal.
Lombroso was criticized for his overly bold conclusions and was shown to be wrong in
fundamental  aspects  of  his  science.  The  clearest  example  of  that  was  when  the
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renowned physician Ludwig Wolff in a lecture which was later published in the medical
journal Hygiea, showed how critical assessments from other scientists had dismantled,
piece by piece, Lombroso’s theory of the born criminal and of the atavist.45 None the
less, Lombroso’s name was frequently invoked in discussions on the biological causes of
crime. In a medical thesis from 1895 the author, the psychiatrist and army physician
Axel Johan Ekdahl, excused himself midway through a discussion on the heredity of low
morality:  “I  know  also  that  at  first  sight  many  see  Lombroso’s  teaching  in  my
argument”, but that was certainly not the case, the author underlined.46 The need to
keep  the  flamboyant  father  of  modern  criminology  at  arm’s  length  was  obvious.
Another Swedish medical doctor, the psychiatrist Georg Schuldheis, conceded that one
had to admit that the legacy of Lombroso’s work was the knowledge that criminals
were inferior, in both a physical and a psychological sense. But concerning the facts,
the Italian psychiatrist  was plain wrong,  Schuldheis  stressed.47 Thus,  Lombroso was
invoked,  only  to  be  expelled  the  next  moment.  Against  this background  it  can  be
argued that the legacy of the positivist school of criminology in Sweden was form, not
content. Put in another way, Lombroso’s radical theories were an important impetus
for the criminological project in Sweden, but they would not define this project when it
moved forward.
38 What  is  striking — apart  from how strong  and recurrent  the  theme of  invoking  or
refuting Lombroso was — is that it seems as if the medical doctors discussing criminal
anthropology  to  some  extent  relied  on  a  popular  conception  of  the  new  and
controversial science. It was seldom that Lombroso’s theories were closely scrutinized
by Swedish medical doctors, probably because they had met with such hard criticism in
the press and popular journals even before they became a subject of medical discourse.
48 Instead, the Swedish psychiatrists who tackled the subject of criminology brushed
aside  Lombroso  to  make  way  for  a  mobilization  of  those  who  were  seen  as  real
authorities: For Ekdahl and Schuldheis these authorities were German psychiatrists and
psychologists, such as Kraepelin, Krafft-Ebing and Baer.49 The positivist school supplied
the  enthusiasm,  passion  and  revelation.  German  medicine  delivered  the  hard  and
reliable facts.
39 Swedish psychiatry would eventually create its central position in Swedish penal policy
by proposing solutions to the institutional problems created by the shortcomings of the
courts and the prison service. Through time, after the turn of the century, medical
experts  would  come to  help  both  in  policy  making  and  in  the  day-to-day  work  of
dealing with asocial and criminal individuals in Sweden. It heralded the new regime of
welfare in penal policy: some criminals should go to the reformatory; some should go to
the mental hospital, some to the criminal asylum, and some to labour camps or other
institutions. In many ways this practice relied on the insights of the positivist school.
The punishment should no longer only fit the crime, but also the criminal. Assessment
of  guilt  and  responsibility  should  be  complemented  by  an  investigation  of  the
individual’s dangerousness. And if the psychiatric avant garde in Sweden had had its
way, the rule of law would have been replaced by the rule of natural science.50 Such was
the legacy of Lombroso.
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The legal establishment
40 For physicians, the relation between crime and natural science concerned the role of
medicine in legal proceedings. For jurisprudence, positivist criminology challenged its
basic theoretical assumptions and the rule of penal law. The new situation from the
1880s  onwards  could  be  boiled  done  to  one  very  serious  question:  To  what  extent
should science be allowed to determine the practice of legal scholars and officers of the
court? 
41 Mainstream lawyers did not shun positivist criminology because of professional rivalry
with the doctors. Their objections were more fundamental and serious than that: the
rule of  law was seen to be challenged.  In a  system — such as  that  proposed by the
positivist  school — where  punishment  was  to  be  meted  out  on  the  basis  of  the
dangerousness  of  the  individual  and  society’s  need  for  protection,  the  principle  of
legality  as  well  as  the  principles  of  proportionality  were  rendered  irrelevant.  The
defendant would have to rely on the arbitrariness of the scientific expert. The function
of penal law as a general deterrent was also in danger due to the positivist school’s
narrow focus on the individual, legal scholars believed.51 
42 One way to tackle the challenge from positivist criminology (successful for some time)
was to  ignore it  altogether.  It  is  illustrative  of  the lawyers’  disregard for  positivist
criminology  that  it  was  not  given  much  consideration  in  scholarly  journals.  A
comparison  between  how  the  subject  was  treated  in  the  daily  press  and  popular
journals  and  how  it  was  discussed  in  legal  journals  shows  that  the  interest  from
Swedish law scholars was strikingly limited, at least as discussed in their own circles.
Instead they opted to treat the question of penal law from a sort of legal formalist
perspective.  The  mainstream  in  Swedish  jurisprudence  belonged  to  the  classical
tradition where just punishment was a vital part and the legal subject was understood
as a rational and calculating human being. Jurisprudence should mainly concern itself
with the concepts and formulation of the law.52 This endeavor was not challenged by
positivist criminology, which had its focus on other perspectives of penal law.
43 Some  lawyers  acknowledged  in  public  the  value  of  positivist  criminology.  Fredrik
Sundberg  wrote  a  booklet  under  the  title  Om  brott  och  brottslingar  [On  Crime  and
Criminals] in which he lauded Lombroso as the founder of a new science, and the judge
Wilhelm Uppström was noted in the press as having tried to mobilize the discourse of
criminal  anthropology  in  the  assessment  of  suspects  in  his  court.53 Those  were
exceptions, though, but as positivist criminology became more and more anchored in
public discourse the legal scholars had to at least acknowledge the existence of the new
natural  science  of  crime.  In  doing  this  it  was  often  dismissed  as  irrelevant.  Legal
scholars could concede that the public could be interested in the knowledge that was
produced by criminal  anthropology and criminal  psychology,  but it  was still  not of
interest to the jurisprudence of penal law. The scientific study of law should not take
natural science into consideration.54
44 In hindsight we can see that these legal scholars, trying to protect the borders of their
institutionalized study of law at the same time as the public and political relevance of
the positivist school was growing, risked their position as authorities in the discussion
on  crime  and  punishment.  The  foremost  example  of  that  was  Johan  Hagströmer,
professor of penal law at Uppsala University at the end of the nineteenth century. In
his  inaugural  lecture  he  made  clear  that  he  would  not  take  any  interest  in  topics
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relating to criminology in his role as professor. Accordingly, Hagströmer’s textbook on
Swedish  penal  law published in  the  first  decades  of  the  twentieth  century  did  not
contain any references to neither the positivist school nor the IKV. But at that time the
rest of society had become more aware of these doctrines and theories, and many saw
Hagströmer as out of date.55 And as the realities surrounding the act of a crime became
more and more central  in  penal  policy  debates,  medical  doctors,  psychologists  and
lawyers, prepared at least to listen to the theories and findings of the new science, took
center stage.
45 Slowly the continental theories of penal law were taken up by many lawyers in Sweden.
It was done through the legal scholars’ own approach of invoking Lombroso only to
reject  him.  The  radical  teachings  of  the  positivist  school  of  criminology  could  be
acknowledged in  part,  then deemed as  too  radical,  and finally  replaced by  a  more
moderate  alternative.  That  alternative  was  the  one  supplied  by  the  IKV.  For  some
lawyers this association stood for a modern, in some ways radical, but not scientistic
view of penal law and penal policy. Their understanding of crime and the criminal was
similar to that of the positivist school. But where the Italians would not budge an inch
from their stance that science should dictate punishment, the international union was
pragmatic.  They  took  into  consideration  the  need  for  general  prevention,  the
legitimacy of  the  justice  system and the  social  effect  of  punishment.  Swedish legal
scholars saw those views of von Liszt and his allies as a viable way forward in reforming
penal law and penal institutions. A new generation of Swedish professors of penal law,
chiefly represented by Johan Thyrén at the University of Lund, would after the turn of
the  century  take  it  upon  themselves  to  bring  Swedish  jurisprudence  in  line  with
continental thinking, taking into consideration the individuality of the criminal, the
assessment of dangerousness and the protection of society as guiding principles. They
did so without walking down the radical path of the positivist school.56
46 In the 1890s and the early 1900s additions to the Swedish penal law of 1864 started to
be made. Two of the reforms were laws for conditional sentencing and for juvenile
detention. Both of these embodied ideas of individualization and differentiation in the
handling of criminals. In the following decades even further reforms of that kind were
put into practice. In the preparatory work on the legislation, Swedish legal scholars
discussed the modern theories of crime. Drawing on the work of the IKV to walk the
line between jurisprudence and natural sciences, to be able to take into consideration
the reality of the criminal and society without being left to the mercy of the medical
profession, the Swedish legal community in a way took a stance against the positivist
school — or at least the kind of ideas they represented. 57 Given the role of scientific




47 At the beginning of the twentieth century the positivist school of criminology and its
program were firmly established in the Swedish public sphere, had been received and
discussed by the medical profession, and had played a part in challenging traditional
Swedish jurisprudence. The presence of positivist criminology was naturalized in the
public sphere, making it a fact for medicine and law to relate to.
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48 During the first decades of the twentieth century Swedish penal policy would be shaped
by three perspectives on crime and its remedies: positivist criminology, the doctrine of
the IKV, and the classical tradition. Conjectures would shift the emphasis: no single
perspective could ever achieve dominance; they would keep each other in check. In the
heyday of social engineering in the 1930s and 1940s, the logic of the positivist school
would  be  at  its  highest  peak.  It  gained  influence  not  in  the  shape  of  Lombroso’s
spectacular theories but in the sober and consistent discussion of penal law provided by
Ferri; rather than relying on radical and astonishing theories about the nature of the
criminal, the law should be constructed to enhance individualization, differentiation
and  the  protection  of  society.  For  distinguished  Swedish  reformers,  thus,  the
catchphrases for a thoroughly rational penal policy were “social defense” and “social
responsibility”. This thinking greatly influenced the penal law reforms and the reforms
of the prisons taking place in Sweden up to the end of the 1950s.58
49 By that time the picture of criminology had changed in the public sphere, in the press
and in other areas of public discourse. Criminology was now, for better or worse, not
something exciting and new. It was a science on its way to being institutionalized in the
universities and was accepted as a tool for political reform and social engineering. It
was no longer as spectacular, visual, international, threatening and oppositional as it
once had been, as it was when it first gained ground in nineteenth-century Sweden. It
was now embedded, intertwined and reproduced inside the Swedish establishment.
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NOTES
1. During recent decades,  the history of Lombroso and his school has received interest from
historians and criminologists alike. See, for example, Gibson (2002); Gibson and Rafter (2006);
Rafter  (2008);  Ystehede  (2008);  Knepper  and  Ystehede  (2013).  The  author  acknowledges  that
“positivist” could be used to describe a whole range of criminological practices and traditions
but,  in  this  article,  the  term  “positivist”  refers  exclusively  to  the  school  formed  around
Lombroso.
2. On locality of knowledge, see, for example, Livingstone (2003). For a critical discussion, see
Kukkanen (2011) and Secord (2004).
3. Kuukkanen (2011, p. 590).
4. Gibson (2006); Melossi (2008); Villa (2013).
5. For issues concerning investigation of “national traditions” in the history of criminology, see
Hebenton and Jou (2008).
6. Melossi et al. (2011, p. 4). For the travel of criminology in the late nineteenth century, see
Rafter (2009) and the contributions in Becker and Wetzell (2006), especially Rafter (2006).
7. Secord (2004, p. 664).
8. See Leps (1992); Melossi (2008); Spierenburg (2016); Wiener (1990).
9. On the genesis of Lombroso’s theories, see Gibson and Rafter (2006); Rafter (2008) and Villa
(2013).
10. Gibson (2006) and Villa (2013).
11. On the critique from the French school, see Beirne (1993); Leps (1992); Nye (1984). On the
congresses of criminal anthropology, see Kaluzynski (2006).
12. Radzinowicz (1991).
13. Radzinowicz (1991, p. 71). See also Pasquino (1991).
14. On the influence of von Liszt in Sweden, see Häthén (1990).
15. On the political situation and political discourse in Sweden in the late nineteenth century, see
Stråth (2012) and Svedin (2015).
16. Stråth (2012).
17. For the context of criminology, see Rafter (2008). For the Swedish discussion, see Jonsson
(1987); Persson (1994); Hansson (1999).
18. Ferri even incorporated Spencer into his scientific socialism; see Beck (2005). In regard to
interest in criminology in Sweden, it is telling that the only book of Ferri translated into Swedish
was Socialismo e scienza positiva: Darwin–Spencer–Marx– Ferri (1894). For the Swedish translation,
see Ferri (1903).
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19. On the role of the press in the creation of a public sphere in Sweden, see Hadenius and
Weibull  (2005).  On  Swedish  crime  journalism,  see  Pollack  (2001)  and  Leth  (1994).  On  crime
problems at the end of the nineteenth century generally, see Svedin (2015).
20. Kaluzynski (2006). On the role of the International Congresses of Criminal Anthropology in
establishing criminology as a science, see also Everett-Lane (2004) and Nye (1984).
21. Crosland (1992).
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ABSTRACTS
This article considers how, and to what extent, the ideas and theories developed by Lombrosian,
Positivist criminology were received and came to be embedded in Sweden. It demonstrates first
the way in which new criminological ideas were widely reported in the press and by other means
in nineteenth-century Sweden, partly due to Lombroso’s own celebrity but also partly due to
public interest in the proceedings of international congresses. It then goes on to analyze the way
in which ideas of “the born criminal” and the social bases of crime came to be seen, by some, as a
challenge to the existing political order. Finally, the article considers the impact of Positivist
criminology in the spheres of medical discourse and jurisprudence. 
Cet article examine par quelles voies et avec quel succès les idées et les théories développées par
la criminologie positiviste lombrosienne ont été reçues et  acclimatées en Suède.  Il  démontre
comment les nouvelles idées criminologiques ont d’abord été largement diffusées par la presse,
en raison notamment de la célébrité de Lombroso, mais également au travers de l’intérêt du
public pour les travaux des congrès internationaux. Il analyse ensuite la manière dont les idées
de « criminel né » et les fondements sociaux de la criminalité ont été perçus par certains comme
une remise en question de l’ordre politique existant. Enfin, l’article revient sur l’impact de la
criminologie positiviste sur le discours médical et la jurisprudence.
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